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“G

Genesis and Revelation
enesis and Revelation provide a
creational bracket for the Bible,”
says Terence Fretheim.1 It is not
hard to substantiate this claim, and
it is difficult to exaggerate how this link makes the
Bible a crucial resource for the ecological crisis in
our time.
The ending of Revelation has Genesis as its
sounding chamber. In Genesis God creates “the
heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1). In Revelation
John sees “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev
21:1). In Genesis the created order comes under a
curse (Gen 3:17); in Revelation “there shall be no
more curse” (Rev 21:3, NKJV). In Genesis human beings are alienated from God, hiding from
God in fear (Gen 3:10), but in Revelation “God
lives among human beings” (Rev 21:3, NJB). The
fear is gone; “they will see his face, and his name
will be on their foreheads” (Rev 22:4).
Denial of access to the tree of life encapsulates
the loss in Genesis (Gen 3:24). Access to the tree
of life epitomizes the privilege in Revelation (Rev
2:7; 22:14). For human beings, bruised and broken, access to the tree of life is crucial because “the
leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations” (Rev 22:2). If Genesis describes Paradise
lost, Revelation describes Paradise regained.
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Other clues in Genesis further embolden an ecological reading of these closely linked books. God
pronounces a blessing on non-human creation,
on humanity, and on all creation in Genesis. The
sequence of God’s three-fold blessing is striking.
God’s Blessing on Non-Human Creation:
And God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the waters in the seas, and let
birds multiply on the earth” (Gen 1:22, NKJV).
God’s Blessing on Human Creation:
God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen
1:28, NRSV).
God’s Blessing on All Creation:
“Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because in it He rested from all His work
which God had created and made” (Gen 2:3,
NKJV).
Translation dilutes the striking similarities in
these verses, but the point will not be missed.
Non-human creatures are first in line to receive
God’s blessing. The blessing that is subsequently
bestowed on humans follows closely the pattern
established by God with respect to the animal
world. In this way Genesis announces that there

is a purpose for nature and all its inhabitants.
Non-human creation comes into possession of a
God-ordained bill of rights, receiving the “word
of empowerment” that is intrinsic to the blessing. Non-human creation, too, is subject to the
blessing that means, in the words of Claus Westermann, “a silent advance of the power of life in
all realms.”2
The Sabbath plays a unifying role in this story of
wholeness and interconnections. It is introduced
with this cosmic prelude: “The heavens and the
earth were finished, and all their multitude” (Gen
2:1). Non-human beings, the earth, and the entire
created order are included in the bird’s-eye appraisal that heralds the blessing of the seventh day.
We can see the eyes of the narrator covering the
full circle of created reality, high and low, east and
west, north and south, in order to signify that “the
completeness and interrelatedness of the whole of
creation is again stressed and celebrated.”3
It is necessary to retrieve the Creation framework of the message of the Bible in order for the
theology of blessing to reassert itself in general
and for the message of Revelation in particular.
It is also necessary to acknowledge that Christian
theology for centuries has had a dysfunctional
view of Creation that is now coming home to
roost. The present ecological crisis is also a crisis
of theology because it was not an accident that
Creation was reduced to a subsidiary concern; it
was a deliberate sin of omission. No less a person
than Gerhard von Rad argued that Creation is
only the prologue to the history of salvation, the
latter being the controlling theme of Scripture.4
Moreover, Creation was a prologue that was
added once the rest of the story was in place and
thus virtually an afterthought. Acceptance of this
outlook has left Christian theology bereft of the
means to play a role in the care and protection of
the earth. What we see in the world today amply
fulfills the warning voiced by Claus Westermann
as to the consequences of the unsustainable edifice: “Once theology has imperceptibly become
detached from Creator-Creation, the necessary
consequence is that it must gradually become
an anthropology and begin to disintegrate from
within and collapse around us.”5
The reciprocity between Creation in Genesis and
New Creation in Revelation is also a striking reminder of the narratival character of the Bible.
Here, too, we come upon another defect in the

Christian theological tradition that must be remedied before the healing powers of the Bible will
be felt in the world. The threat of global warming
and imminent environmental collapse are compelling reasons to tend to the consequences of
modern civilization, but from the point of view
of the Bible an “environmental” concern does not
constitute an adequate frame of reference for
the relationship between human beings and the
earth. The ecological dimension of the biblical
message resonates most powerfully within its native, narratival framework. As Kathryn GreeneMcCreight argues perceptively,
[t]he Christian cannot speak of the “environment” or “environmental issues,” for creation
cannot be reduced to the environment. If creation is loosed from the narrative framework
of the Bible, we are left with absolutely no
warrants to care for the created order. This
is largely why we are in the “environmental”
crisis in which we find ourselves. In public
discourse, creation has in fact been loosed
from its biblical narrative framework. The
only warrant that the secular world gives us
to care for the “environment” is a thinly veiled
version of self-concern: our children will suffer unless we change our habits. Divorcing
creation from redemption leaves us alone in
the world with our own reflection as our only
companion. The message of ecologists is far
more powerful when framed in terms of the
biblical narrative: the waters we pollute and
the land we poison were created by the One
who made, reconciles, and redeems us.6
To the extent that self-concern is the reason for
increased interest in the “environment,” it misses
the mark. Non-human creatures and the earth
have more to show for themselves than to point
out that continued injury to nature also threatens
human beings. Nature is under God’s blessing
“with the rights and privileges thereunto pertaining.” From the point of view of the Bible, interest in the well-being of non-human creatures and
the earth is not motivated by an ecological state
of emergency but by recognition of the dignity
and the rights of the rest of the created order.
The ecological paradigm is too narrow because,
as Matthew Scully urges, this is a problem that
“confronts us with questions of conscience.”7
As a third crack in the foundation of the Christian theological tradition, we must recognize that
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the ecological bill that is now coming due is proportional to the neglect of the body and the earth
that has pervaded Christian theology and the history of Christianity. It is the foundation—the predominant disdain of the body and the earth as unspiritual matter—that needs fixing, and not only
the tiles on the roof—the Christian contribution
to halt the abuse of the earth. Ludwig Feuerbach
(1804-1872), in what is less his own view than
speech-in-character for the Christian view of God
and the world, brings the secret wish of the “Christian” God out in the open.“In the inmost depths of
thy soul, thou wouldst rather there were no world,
for where the world is, there is matter, and where
there is matter, there is weight and resistance,
space and time, limitation and necessity.”8
We thus have an existence-threatening flaw at
the foundation and not only one at the periphery.
Even now, as we rush to repair the broken levees
before the next ecological tidal wave breaks onto
the shore, it will be evident that the problem will
not yield to half-measures. Wendell Berry, the
farmer and writer from Kentucky, exhibits a flash
of prophetic insight precisely on this point.
This separation of the soul from the body and
from the world is no disease of the fringe, no
aberration, but a fracture that runs through
the mentality of institutional religion like a
geologic fault. And this rift in the mentality of religion continues to characterize the
modern mind, no matter how secular or religious it becomes.9
As we move on to listen more closely to the earthloving and earth-defending voice of Revelation,
we will no longer hear Creation theology and
New Testament apocalyptic as opposing exclusive voices. The voice of prophecy and apocalyptic
in Revelation finds its mandate in Creation. Its
goal is not the disavowal and destruction of the
earth but its restoration and redemption.10
Prophecy and Apocalyptic as Promise Keeping
When John says that he “saw a new heaven and a
new earth,” and that “the first heaven and the first
earth had passed away” (21:1), is he suggesting that
the earth that we know is to be discarded and that
another earth with no relation to this one will take
its place? If readers of Revelation are guilty of ecological nihilism and ethical fatalism with respect
to non-human creation and the earth, we should
look elsewhere for support for such attitudes.
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The God of Revelation is identified as the God“who
made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of
water” (Rev 14:7). This is a statement that not only
spells out in loving detail who God is but also what
the earth means, all the way down to the endearing
inclusion of the earth’s endangered “springs of water”
(14:7). The relationship between the Creator and
the earth is at the most basic level not a relationship
that would make the Creator abandon the earth.
Second, in Revelation God keeps watch on injury
to the earth. When the fulfillment of “the mystery
of God” arrives in the trumpet sequence, it is billed
as the time “for judging the dead, for rewarding your
servants, the prophets and saints and all who fear
your name, both small and great,” and, as more than
an afterthought, “for destroying those who destroy
the earth” (11:18). Accountability for damage done
means that the earth, and not only “the inhabitants
of the earth,” has worth.
Third, if the point above means that the earth is
the object of God’s care and protection, Revelation
springs a surprise on the reader by portraying the
earth as a vigilant participant in God’s redemptive purpose. Seeing the persecuted woman under
threat from the dragon (Rev 12:13-15), the earth
leaps into action as subject. “But the earth came to
the help of the woman,” says John, “it opened its
mouth and swallowed the river that the dragon had
poured from his mouth” (12:16). Revelation, usually fond of circumlocutions and the passive voice,
is here not shy to make the earth the acting subject.
A relationship of redemptive reciprocity is already
here in view.
Fourth, Revelation’s view of a new earth, like so
much else in the book, is based on allusions to the
Old Testament. In light of John’s use of Isaiah’s vision of the new earth (Isa 65:17), the emphasis is
less on new versus old and more on whole versus
broken.11 The God who is about to“create new heavens and a new earth,” promising a reality where “the
former things shall not be remembered or come to
mind” (Isa 65:17), is concerned to send the old order
into oblivion and not the earth. As David Russell
and Barbara Rossing have shown, the new world is
primarily characterized by pointed negations of the
most demeaning and persistent features of the old
order:12 “death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have
passed away” (21:4). The earth that has passed away
must therefore be the broken earth of the present,
and the new earth is the earth renewed.13

Fifth, in Isaiah the promise of a new earth follows
the declaration of God as a faithful, promise-keeping God. Newness in this sense takes the meaning
of restoration and not of replacement, of healing
and not of abandonment.14
“Then whoever invokes a blessing in the land shall
bless by the God of faithfulness, and whoever takes
an oath in the land shall swear by the God of faithfulness; because the former troubles are forgotten
and are hidden from my sight” (Isa 65:16).
This affirmation is utilized to the full in Revelation,
where Jesus, echoing Isaiah, is presented as “the true
and faithful witness,” and, indeed,“the origin of God’s
creation” (Rev 3:14).15
The Healing of the Earth
It is an unambiguous vision of healing that lingers
on the prophetic screen when the story in Revelation
draws to its close.
Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the
throne of God and of the Lamb through the
middle of the street of the city. On either side
of the river is the tree of life with its twelve
kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month;
and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of
the nations (22:1-2).
Merely on the basis of the echoes of Genesis in
this passage, there is sufficient linkage to the earth
of the old order to believe that the grand tour of
the new earth is in fact a tour of a familiar place.16
Moreover, the final image emphasizes healing and
not an entirely new entity. Another Old Testament
antecedent in Revelation, this time from Ezekiel,
resonates through and through with healing.
Unlike Ezekiel, Revelation has no temple, but
it does have a river. Let us walk slowly along its
banks, from the initial tiny stream at its site of
origin, heading eastward into arid and uninhabitable land (Ezek 47:1-12). It is not much of a river; one thousand cubits from the site of origin it
is only ankle-deep (47:3). But the stream quickly
deepens; a thousand cubits more, and it is kneedeep; another thousand cubits, and the water is
up to the waist (47:4); a mere thousand cubits
more, “and it was a river that I could not cross, for
the water had risen; it was deep enough to swim
in, a river that could not be crossed” (47:5). Despite running into arid and salt-infested land, “I

saw on the bank of the river a great many trees on
the one side and on the other” (47:7), and, no less
remarkable, when the river enters the sea of the
Arabah, “the sea of stagnant waters” (47:8), “its
waters will be healed” (47:8, NKJV), and “everything will live where the river goes” (47:9).
This is healing of damaged land, healing of the
blighted earth. We can be sure that this river, the
erstwhile river of Eden in Genesis (Gen 2:10)
before it became the healing river of Ezekiel’s vision,17 is the river that Revelation has in mind,
with trees that bear fruit, and with leaves that are
“for the healing of the nations” (Rev 22:2; Ezek
47:12).
The healing water that heals the earth comes directly from God, but the leaves that are for the
healing for the nations come from the earth, as
though God has delegated to the earth to mediate healing to human creation.18 Walking along
Ezekiel’s river at least, the river of Paradise Lost,
it seems undeniable that Revelation envisions the
healing of the earth. Unlike redemption as envisioned in Platonic denigrations of the body and
the earth, redemption in Revelation is not disembodied existence, and it is not existence removed
from the materiality of the earth.
Healing Action in the Present
The ecological crisis not only exposes an urgent
need to address the cracks in the foundation of
the Christian theological tradition. This is also a
moment of opportunity for communities that are
willing to listen to the story that begins in Genesis
and ends in Revelation. The creation framework
gives this story universal, all-inclusive aspirations,
not excluding non-human creation and the earth.
Within the biblical narrative, ecological concerns
are not matters at the periphery but matters at the
center, grounded in the divine purpose and in the
unbreakable interdependence of all life.
Let me close by suggesting one specific point of
action among the many moving parts within the
new theological framework, a framework that sets
new priorities, puts forward new constellations,
and calls for a new way of life. Not eating meat
or not eating pork, for so long a stigma within the
legacy of the gospel of the Protestant theological
tradition, now looks prophetic and prescient. It
is even a point of common ground for dialogue
with Muslims and Jews, who do not eat pork;
with Hindus, Jains, and Buddhists, who lean toSHABBAT SHALOM 27

ward vegetarian and vegan commitments; and
with secular people in the Western world who
are often more aware and more concerned about
non-human creation and the earth than mainline
Christians. In the era of factory farming, one of
the most glaring examples of the broken relationship between human and non-human creation, a
host of voices are calling for a halt to the abuse.
Isaac Bashevis Singer, the Jewish Nobel Laureate
in literature in 1978, was an ardent advocate of a
vegetarian diet and mercy toward animals. In an
essay entitled “The Slaughterer,” he describes the
mental agony of Yoineh Meir, who wanted to be a
rabbi but who was commissioned to be a slaughterer by the members of the village because the
community needed a slaughterer more than they
needed a rabbi. To Singer, even though he was
writing before factory farming had become of staple of U.S. agriculture, the protest of the animals
was mandated in the animal’s rights before God.
Barely three months had passed since Yoineh
Meir had become a slaughterer, but the time
seemed to stretch endlessly. He felt as though
he were immersed in blood and lymph. His
ears were beset by the squawking of hens; the
crowing of roosters; the gobbling of geese; the
mooing and bleating of calves and goats; wings
fluttered; claws tapped on the floor. The bodies refused to know any justification or excuse
—every body resisted in its own fashion, tried
to escape, and seemed to argue with the Creator to its last breath.19
Matthew Scully is right to say of factory farming
that it is “a complete denial of the animal as a living being with his or her own needs and nature. It
is not the worst we can do, but it is the worst we
can do to them.”20 In a biblical perspective, nonhuman creation, the God-given hope gene still
prevailing over the despair gene, is waiting eagerly “for the revealing of the sons and daughters of
God” (Rom 8:19). Its hope of a new creation, of
course, is not for annihilation of the earth but for
the old order to end.
The most important theological fallout within
this vision is easy to see. Revelation’s God is a
healer, perhaps no less a healer of the earth than
of human creation. Indeed, the healing river of
life of Revelation’s vision does not only run into
arid land of the Arabah, it also runs from the lush
land of the future into the arid lands of present
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reality, wishing to erase the boundary between
the future and the present and promising in some
small way access to the healing river that flows
from the throne of God in the here and now (Rev
22:1-4; Ezek 47:1-12).
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